Through an extensive analysis of early biographical dictionaries and histories, ḥadīth collections and commentaries, as well as legal texts, I reconstruct the life of a female jurist from the third generation of Muslims. It was through informal networks of kinship and scholarship that ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Raḥmān (d. 106/724) contributed to the core of Islamic knowledge in ways similar to her male contemporaries, while she also served as a resource within the community for the gender-specific concerns of women. The depth of her knowledge established ʿAmrah's narrations as reliable evidence of the Prophet Muḥammad's conduct and endowed her own opinions and deeds with an authoritative weight respected by contemporaries and subsequent generations of Muslim scholars.
transmission. It was these generations of Muslims who were closest to the Qurʾānic revelations both temporally and spiritually and who retained a vivid memory of the revelations' embodiment in the life and character of the Prophet Muḥammad. As such, Muslims have deemed them to be the best of generations, and their influence has left a profound impression upon the whole of the Islamic tradition. By carefully reconstructing the life of a female jurist from the third generation of Muslims, ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Raḥmān (d. 106/724), I hope to further our understanding of early Muslim women's scholarly activities in the intertwined and nebulous domains of Islamic law, prophetic reports, and communal history. Accordingly, my source materials encompass a broad range of biographical dictionaries, narrative histories, ḥadīth collections, both canonical and otherwise, legal texts, and the successive layers of commentary and elaboration. By analyzing and integrating materials from such diverse genres and of various levels of authenticity, this article investigates how the categories of religion, gender, and society intersected in the early Islamic context. 3 Moving beyond the rough contours of valuable prosopographical analyses, this study explores the rich textures and details of one eminent female jurist's life and legacy as a way to shed even further light on -and indeed to revise our understandings of -the gendered dynamics of early Islamic knowledge and learning. As my research reveals, it was through informal networks of kinship and scholarship that ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Raḥmān contributed to the core of Islamic knowledge in ways similar to her male contemporaries, while she also served as a resource within the community for the gender-specific concerns of women. The depth of her knowledge established ʿAmrah's ḥadīth narrations as reliable evidence of the Prophet Muḥammad's ways and endowed her own opinions and deeds with an authoritative weight respected by contemporaries and future generations of Muslim scholars. As described by the traditionist, historian, and biographer Shams al-Dīn al-Dhahabī (d. 748/1348), ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Raḥmān "was a scholar, jurist, authoritative, and very knowledgeable. In seeking to understand ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Raḥmān's eminent position as a traditionist and jurist, we must first consider the extent to which her immediate family may have shaped her scholastic career. Born in first/seventh-century Medina to descendants of the Anṣār, ʿAmrah lived a couple of generations after the Prophet Muḥammad among the Followers (al-Tābiʿīn) of his Companions.5 Even though she herself was not one of the Prophet's Companions, ʿAmrah still bore the honorific appellation al-Anṣāriyyah as an indication of her descent.6 Her ancestry, moreover, was rooted in Banū al-Najjār, a major branch of the Medinese family of Khazraj. ( fī ʿiyāl Rasūl Allāh) and moved freely with him in the houses of his wives.22 Depending on ʿAmrah's own genealogy, these three daughters of Asʿad would be either her paternal aunts (if her grandfather is Asʿad) or her father's cousins (if her grandfather is Saʿd). Either scenario establishes a bond between her close relatives and ʿĀʾishah. It is also probable that ʿAmrah was orphaned at an early age and that ʿĀʾishah, who was childless herself, decided to raise the girl and bestow motherly affection upon her -a pattern that is found with respect to ʿĀʾishah's nephew al-Qāsim b. Muḥammad (d. 106/725) and his younger sister. As al-Qāsim later reported, "I have not seen a mother or father more devoted or more abounding in compassion than her."23 The dearth of biographical information on ʿAmrah's father and the complete absence of her mother in the biographical texts seem to support this surmise about how the young ʿAmrah ended up in ʿĀʾishah's care. As a result of her proximity to ʿĀʾishah, ʿAmrah is primarily identified with having transmitted accounts of the Prophet's statements and deeds through her. In fact, 311 (or 93%) of the 333 ḥadīths that ʿAmrah transmits in the nine traditionally esteemed collections are on the authority of ʿĀʾishah. These nine collections by al-Bukhārī, Muslim, al-Tirmidhī, al-Nasāʾī, Abū Dāwūd, Ibn Mājah, Aḥmad, Mālik, and al-Dārimī comprise the sample base for my statistical analyses, though I have also consulted the compilations of al-Ḥumaydī, ʿAbd b. Ḥumayd, Ibn Abī Shaybah, al-Marwazī, Ibn Khuzaymah, and al-Bayhaqī. Therefore, it is with good justification that Ibn Saʿd identifies ʿAmrah in an entry on her nephew as "the one who related from ʿĀʾishah" and that Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī (d. 852/1449) refers to her in an entry on her father as "the famous Successor who narrates much from ʿĀʾishah."24 Similarly, Ibn al-Madīnī is reported to have said that ʿAmrah is "one of the trustworthy scholars of ʿĀʾishah who are confirmed in [what they narrate from] her," while Ibn Ḥibbān remarks, "She relates from ʿĀʾishah and was among the most knowledgeable regarding her ḥadīths."25
The actions of ʿAmrah's close contemporaries, however, speak even more eloquently to the status she acquired through such learning. Indeed, ʿAmrah's In a striking parallel with ʿAmrah, al-Qāsim was raised by and lived with ʿĀʾishah, who was his paternal aunt, after his father's death. Eventually, however, al-Qāsim was returned to the household of his paternal uncle ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, who also expressed a desire to raise his nephew.31 Significantly, it was the proximity of al-Qāsim and ʿUrwah to their aunt ʿĀʾishah that enabled both of them to study intensively with her and thereby acquire a position of immense scholarly standing.
As with ʿAmrah, this connection with the Prophet's beloved and astute widow is manifested in the works of classical Muslim biographers and traditionists. For example, al-Dhahabī describes ʿUrwah in the following terms, "He narrated from his maternal aunt, the Mother of Believers, ʿĀʾishah, adhered to her (lāzamahā) and learned legal matters from her (tafaqqaha bihā)."32 Similarly, he describes al-Qāsim with the words, "al-Qāsim was raised in the care of his paternal aunt the Mother of Believers; he learned legal matters from her (tafaqqaha bihā) and narrated much from her (akthara ʿanhā)."33 Ibn al-ʿImād concurs, remarking that al-Qāsim was "one of the seven jurists; he grew up in the care of his paternal aunt ʿĀʾishah and therefore narrated much from her."34 In addition to revealing the direct connection between their proximity to ʿĀʾishah and acquisition of knowledge, such descriptions are also indicative of how both male scholars were primarily identified with the female figure of ʿĀʾishah. Ḥamnah is best known in the ḥadīth literature as al-mustaḥāḍah, or the woman whose blood continued to flow after her menstrual cycle had ended, a situation that continued for seven consecutive years. When Ḥamnah consulted the Prophet about this constant flow of blood, which would have prevented her from engaging in regular ritual prayer, he advised her to make full ablution and pray as usual. One possible connection between ʿAmrah and Ḥamnah is that Ḥamnah's first husband, who died during the Battle of Uḥud in 3/625, was Muṣʿab b. ʿUmayr. As noted earlier, when Muṣʿab came to al-Medina as the Prophet's emissary, he stayed with ʿAmrah's grandfather or great-uncle Asʿad b. Zurārah, and the two of them reportedly began to speak with the city's inhabitants, recite Qurʾān to them, and invite them to enter Islam.38 Already, we can see how gender and kinship relationships contributed to ʿAmrah's acquisition of knowledge in the form of prophetic traditions. Not only were all four of her prominent teachers women, but she was closely related through marriage to one (Umm Hishām), distantly related to another (Ḥabībah), raised by a third (ʿĀʾishah), and there are grounds to suppose a relationship, or at least an acquaintance, with the fourth (Ḥamnah). Yet the other Companions who are listed in the classical biographical sources as having narrated to ʿAmrah (but who do not appear in the nine main ḥadīth collections or in several others that I have examined) seem to defy this initial pattern of same-sex and kinship relationships between ʿAmrah and her teachers. In an analysis of ʿAmrah's own students, however, the pattern of transmitting traditions among relatives reemerges. Of the twenty-five people to whom ʿAmrah transmitted ḥadīths, nine are close relatives, three are from Banū alNajjār, and three are her servants. This group alone accounts for the transmission of 253 of ʿAmrah's 333 ḥadīths, or nearly 76 percent of her narrations, that are included in the nine most authoritative collections. Yet if we consider ʿAmrah's transmissions from another angle, a new pattern emerges. Of the twenty-five people to whom she narrates, nine are eminent jurists, and this group likewise accounts for 249 out of the 333 ḥadīths, or nearly 75 percent of her narrations, in these collections. The overlap between these two groups points to the need for a third category, that of eminent jurists who are either closely or distantly related to ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Raḥmān. This confluence of relationships reveals an important intersection between kinship and scholar- 43 As compiled in the Muwaṭṭa ʾ of Mālik, ʿAmrah also reports on the relevant actions of Abū Bakr, ʿUmar, and ʿUthmān in establishing legal precedents. The encounter with Abū Bakr occurs in the domestic space of his daughter ʿĀʾishah, whereas ʿUmar and ʿUthmān publicly adjudicate questions of crime. Mālik, al-Muwaṭṭa ʾ, 2:829-30, 832, 943. cluded in the collections of ḥadīth that have been traditionally esteemed for their standards. (See Figure 3 for the distribution of ʿAmrah's narrations across the nine major collections.) Of greater interest, the overall topics to which ʿAmrah contributed in these collections illustrate how her knowledge and understanding addressed matters of concern to the entire Muslim community, such as prayer, legal punishments, ritual purity, death, funerals, and the grave. Closer examination of these narrations confirms that ʿAmrah's contributions to early Islamic knowledge were not circumscribed by a segregated woman's sphere, while they also reveal different layers of women's participation within the early Muslim community. Based on my reading of these 333 narrations, we can discern three main categories of gender inferences. The first category comprises 103 ḥadīths in which the primary subject matter concerns the actions of women (31% of the total). The second category includes 73 ḥadīths from which secondary inferences can be made about women's participation in the life of the community (22% of the total). And the third category encompasses 157 ḥadīths on general issues of concern to the entire community, male and female (47% of the total). (See Figure 4. ) To some degree, of course, all of these narrations fall into the third category of general concerns, since the actions taken by women necessarily affect their male counterparts within the community. Likewise, we can also say that all of these accounts are gendered by the very act of women's narration and transmission. Nevertheless, the rough distinctions that I have delineated are useful in appreciating the kinds of contributions that ʿAmrah has made to the corpus of Islamic knowledge. Specific examples from each of these three categories provide further elucidation, Figure 3 while also demonstrating some of the ramifications of ʿAmrah's narrations within "the volumes of Islam."54
To begin with an example of women's actions as the primary subject matter of aḥādīth, we can point to ʿAmrah's narrations on breastfeeding. When breastfeeding a child other than her own, a woman legally and socially effectuates a host of rights, obligations, and responsibilities by acquiring a new son or daughter through nursing.55 Yet the important question arises: after how many occasions of breastfeeding does this legal and social transformation occur? In several narrations, ʿAmrah reports from ʿĀʾishah that the number of times was specified as ten during the Prophet's lifetime but subsequently reduced, before his death, to five sessions.56 As traditionists have observed, those legal scholars, table 2 like the Shāfiʿīs, who base their ruling on ʿAmrah's narration, which stipulates five nursings, therefore have a strong and solid argument.57 Turning to those aḥādīth from which secondary inferences can be drawn about women's activities, one example relates to the matter of prayer. As ʿAmrah relates from ʿĀʾishah, "The Prophet -may God's peace and blessings be upon him -used to perform the prayer at dawn, after which the women, wrapped up in their garments, would depart and could not be identified as a result of the darkness."58 This report clearly indicates that women participated in the communal prayer in the Prophet's mosque, even though it entailed their walking outside in the darkness of early dawn. However, the thrust of this narration lies in identifying the timeframe of the dawn prayer, for which the unidentifiable women are only a useful marker. Indeed, based on this and similar ḥadīths, a multitude of Muslim scholars establish the preferred time of the dawn prayer as the early darkness of dawn (al-taghlīs).59
Finally, one example from the third category -reflecting general issues of concern to the entire community -is the Prophet's statement narrated from ʿĀʾishah to ʿAmrah, "Whoever believes in God and the Last Day should not disturb or harm a neighbor; Whoever believes in God and the Last Day should speak what is good or keep silent; and Whoever believes in God and the Last Day should be generous to guests."60 Connecting its subject matter to human accountability before God on the Day of Judgment, this ḥadīth delineates clear ethical behavior expected of all believing men and women. The preponderance of such aḥādīth narrated by ʿAmrah, addressing critical issues of concern to both male and female Muslims, without necessarily specifying a distinction In discussing the import of this ḥadīth, al-Tirmidhī notes that praying in the darkness of early dawn (al-taghlīs) was the preference of many scholars among the Companions of the Prophet, including Abū Bakr and ʿUmar, the generations that closely followed them, and later scholars such as al-Shāfiʿī, Aḥmad b. between the two sexes, suggests how her transmissions helped establish the broader norms and foundations of Islamic knowledge. Indeed, the fairly even distribution of ʿAmrah's transmissions across all three categories of gender inferences -31, 22, and 47 percent respectivelymakes it impossible to consign her role as a traditionist to matters solely affecting women or to deny the gender-specific importance of her narrations. The middle ground occupied by the second category, where the general subject matter also comprises secondary implications for women's communal activities, illustrates this point particularly well. Were we to add it to the first category, the ratio between women's activities and broader communal concerns would be 53 : 47. If, however, we were to include it in the third category, the ratio shifts in the other direction to become 31 : 69. As the relative balance between both of these ratios demonstrates, ʿAmrah's narrations clearly address the particular concerns of women as well as the broader concerns of the entire community. ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Raḥmān's role in addressing gender-specific as well as shared communal concerns is also reflected in the range of issues on which her legal opinions were sought. ʿAmrah was consulted on a range of legal matters by men and women alike, and she issued authoritative orders to members of both sexes. ʿAmrah's colleague, the eminent jurist of Medina, al-Qāsim b. Muḥammad, was also known to consult her.62 Since both al-Qāsim and ʿAmrah had been raised by, and studied with, ʿĀʾishah bint Abī Bakr, the widow of the Prophet Muhammad and the underlying source of both scholars' prominence and prestige, al-Qāsim's humble regard for ʿAmrah's scholarship is particularly noteworthy. In advising a youthful Ibn Shihāb al-Zuhrī, who had yet to rise to scholarly eminence, al-Qāsim said, "Young man, I see that you aspire to seek knowledge; shall I not tell you of its container (wiʿāʾihi) … You should learn from ʿAmrah (ʿalayka bi-ʿAmrah), because she was in the care of ʿĀʾishah." al-Zuhrī later recalled, "So I came to her and found her to be a sea [of knowledge] that is not exhausted (baḥr un la yunzaf)."63 After studying for seven years with another prominent jurist, Saʿīd b. al-Musayyib (died after 90 AH), al-Zuhrī began learning from ʿUrwah b. al-Zubayr and found him, like ʿAmrah, to be an endless sea of knowledge.64 Thereafter, he would frequently confirm the ḥadīths of ʿUrwah with ʿAmrah.65 Indeed, half of al-Zuhrī's narrations through ʿAmrah in the nine foremost collections of ḥadīth are reported on the authority of both ʿAmrah and ʿUrwah.66
When comparing these two eminent scholars and students of ʿĀʾishah in what appears to have been the later stage of his career, al-Zuhrī seems to imply subtly that he discovered a greater wealth of knowledge with ʿUrwah. As he is reported to have said: "When ʿUrwah would narrate to me and then ʿAmrah would narrate to me, ʿAmrah's narration would confirm ʿUrwah's narration (ṣaddaqa ʿindī ḥadīth u ʿ Amrah ḥadīth a ʿUrwah). And when I plunged into the depths of their knowledge (fa-lammā tabaḥḥartuhumā), there was ʿUrwah -an inexhaustible sea!" Here, al-Zuhrī gracefully conveys his admiration of ʿUrwah. Yet it would be erroneous to assume that al-Zuhrī belittled ʿAmrah's scholarly abilities on the basis of this narration or that he baldly asserted he was easily satiated by them, especially in light of his other descriptions of her. With his judicious choice of phrasing (tabaḥḥartuhumā), al-Zuhrī compares the bodies of knowledge possessed by these two scholars to immense bodies of water into which he sought to delve. Following the linguistic implications of his analogy, one would not attempt to plunge into the depths of a shallow creek; the incongruity would be too obvious to merit the effort. To the contrary, by conjoining ʿAmrah and ʿUrwah in this fashion, al-Zuhrī acknowledges the inherent comparability of their stature, as widely recognized by their contemporaries. While the later professionalization of ḥadīth studies, as recently suggested by Sayeed, may have diminished opportunities for female scholars, the life of ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Rahmān does not readily exemplify this process of constriction. It appears to have occurred later in the second/eighth and third/ ninth centuries rather than in the first century of the Islamic era, which was marked by greater fluidity. al-Zuhrī did not regard ʿAmrah -or for that matter ʿUrwah -as one of the top four jurists who issued legal opinions (fatwās) in Medina. That distinction among the trio of ʿAmrah, al-Qāsim, and ʿUrwah went to al-Qāsim, even though he refrained from issuing legal opinions whenever possible. Yet Ibn Saʿd still includes ʿAmrah and ʿUrwah among the top eight jurists of their generation. They, female and male, represented an illustrious cohort by any standard.67
Highly respected by her contemporaries, ʿAmrah's actions were adopted as important precedents and legal evidence by later jurists who represented most of the major and minor schools of Sunnī Islamic law. To turn to some of the literary examples of ʿAmrah's exercise of juridical authority, I begin with her involvement in economic transactions. In al-ʿIlal of Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, the prominent jurist Sufyān b. ʿUyaynah is reported as saying, "They used to consult her regarding sales transactions."68 Although Sufyān b. ʿUyaynah personally would not have had the opportunity to witness people consulting ʿAmrah, The classical Islamic sources indicate that ʿAmrah also served as a resource in the Muslim community for the private concerns of women. Several reports discuss the criteria that ʿAmrah used to determine the end of a woman's menstrual cycle, whereupon she would perform full ritual ablution (ghusl) and could resume participating in ritual prayer, fasting, and sexual relations with her husband. Relating one such instance of consultation, Fāṭimah bint Muḥammad recounts:
A woman from Quraysh sent a piece of cotton (kursufat quṭn) on which was yellowishness (fīhā ka'l-ṣufrah) in a small purse (bi-durj) to ʿAmrah asking her, "Do you think that when a woman sees only this left of her menstruation that she has become clean [from it]?" She said, "No, not until she sees pure white."77
Other reports from ʿAmrah's servant, whom many sources identify as Rayṭah, state that "ʿAmrah used to order the women not to perform the full ablution Another account, in the Musnad of Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, relates that ʿAmrah sent her female servant to dissuade her nephew from inflicting the unduly harsh punishment until she was able to come in person and inform him of what ʿĀʾishah had told her about the Prophet's own pronouncement on matters of theft.84 All the various accounts of this incident85 indicate that ʿAmrah's judgment was so authoritative that one of the leading male scholars and administrators of Medina was compelled to act upon it. Significantly, Abū Bakr has been described as the most knowledgeable of his age regarding the issue of Islamic judicial rulings (kāna ʿalam ahl zamānih fi'l-qaḍāʾ). 86 And the judge Abū'l-Walīd al-Bājī (d. 494/1081) comments on Abū Bakr's actions concerning this case, "His releasing the Nabatean upon hearing ʿAmrah's statement is evidence for the validity of women's issuing legal opinions and the validity of adopting their positions if they are learned."87 As an important legal precedent establishing the weight of female juridical positions, ʿAmrah bint Abd al-Raḥmān's role in the critical formation of Islamic knowledge should not be interpreted as a woman's solitary incursion into an exclusively male domain. To the contrary, ʿAmrah's participation in these networks of scholarship reveal the fluidity with which the early generation of Muslims conceived of the potential for women to contribute to the community's overall understanding of its religious obligations. Moreover, as influential as ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Raḥmān may have been, she was one of many early Muslim women who shaped these foundations of Islamic knowledge for generations to come. In al-Iḥkām fi Uṣūl al-Aḥkām, Ibn Ḥazm (d. 456/1064) pointedly acknowledges the debt owed to many such learned women, including the Prophet's wives, his female contemporaries, and subsequent generations of female Muslims.88 By exploring the case of ʿAmrah bint ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, we are better able to appreciate the interweaving of personal and scholarly networks that established the framework for one of these women's diverse and significant contributions across fluid and permeable gender boundaries. For the purposes of Ibn Ḥazm's inquiry into the workings of Islamic legal theory, however,
